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OUR LADY AND THE HOI.Y SPIRII
BISHOP IEON J. SUENENS

I.

THE PARTNERSHIP OF THE HOLY SPIRIT WITH OUR BTESSED IADY

Christianity is the ioining of two loves in Jesus Christ. The Promise
repeats this and, with a clarity that is in itself a professon of f aith,
associates the Holy Spirit and Our Lady.
The Holy Spirit: the love of God stooping down to us.
Our Lady: human love-the purest in all creation-going up to God.
Jesus Christ: the bond of the union, the meeting-place of twofold
love.

We have to understand what this union between the Holy Spirit
and His instrument, the Blessed Virgin, means in terms of Christian
pracfice. We have also to discover how far Christ is the f ruit of this
mutual love.

At the center of the Catholic creed we find these words: "and was
incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin Mary." As the priest says these
words at the altar he kneels down to profess his faith in this mystery of
mysteries.

It is a simple enough statement, apparently, but one pregnant with
incalculable consequences, whose comprehension the Church has never
completed, whose fruitfulness she has never exhausted. Who among us
has not experienced at certain times, ioys too strong to be borne all at
once and too extreme to be fully realized? The manifestations of the
love of God are depths of this kind: they must be ceaselessly studied
and lived for us to see clearly their ineffable blessings and for the extent
of their magnificence to be realized. More than all others the mystery
of the Incarnation is a revelation ever the same, yet ever new.
In the following pages we wish to linger respectfully over what is,
so to s€t|, the heart of this mystery: the meeting of the Holy Spirit with
Mary. We do not desire to repeat the Gospel account of past events, buf
would try to penetrate the vital effects for our own d.y of this marvelous
union which is the seal of the new and eternal alliance.
"The Holy Spirit shall come upon thee and the power of the Mosf

High shall overshadow thee . . ."
ls that merely a remote historical fact, complete in itself ? Or do
these words open up for us and for all future time an unchanging law
of God's action in the world? The question is important. To limit the
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alliance between Mary and the Holy Spirit only to the birth of Our Lord
is to reduce it to the level of an historical episode which, great as it was,
lasted only a few swift moments and then faded into the past. lt is to

put Mary into the past, but not into the present or the future. ls that
what God wishes? Or did the Holy Spirit by overshadowing her make
her everlastingly fruitful? With the whole Catholic Church, on fhe contrary, we believe that the union of the Holy Spirit with Mary was effected
for all time, that thenceforth the alliance was indissoluble and that still
today Our Lord goes on being born invisible in souls de Spiritu Sancto
ex Maria VirgincWe believe it for a reason which is itself a mystery, rooted in the
depths of the divine economy; for in a very real sense, which will be
made clearer later oD, Mary and the Church are one. So much so that
to be born'of the Spirit and of Mary'is tantamount to being born'of the
Spirit and of the Church,'and that the baptism which begets us unto life
is the fruit, though in a different wd/, of this twofold and unigue
matern ity.

2. THE FAITHFUTNESS OF THE ATLIANCE
Should one be surprised that God is thus faithful to the order that
He has established? This would be to forget that the gifts of God are
without repentance, (Romans ll:29), to ignore the fact that all our supernatural life is derived from the mystery of the Incarnation and that in a
spiritual but very real way Mary conceived us when the Spirit of the
Most High overshadowed her. lt would be to understand nothing of God's
loyalty to Himself , of which the Scriptures throughout the old alliance
give us the most touching proofs. Cannot those solemn promises which
God made to His chosen people, of whom Mary was to be the flower
and the crown, be applied to the union of the Holy Spirit with Mary?
And I will espouse thee to Me for ever: and I will espouse thee to
Me in iustice and in iudgment and in mercy and in commiseralions.
And I will espouse thee lo Me in faith. (Osee 2zl9-20l

or again this other pledge of Jaweh:
Neither will I profane my covenanl: and the words that proceed
from my mouth I will not make void.
Once I have sworn by my holiness: I will not lie unlo David.
His seed shall endure for ever.
And his throne as the sun before Me, and as the moon perfect for
ever: and a faithful witness in heaven. (Psalm 88:35-8)
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The embassy of the angel to Mary was not limited to promising a
transitory visit of the Holy Spirit, a momentary outpouring, restricted
solely to the birth of that Son who was to be called Jesus because He
was to be the Savior. The mystery of the Incarnation was to prove to be
of far greater extent and its significance bounded only by the span of
centuries. Mary understood this so well that in her Magnif icat she did
not fear to utter this triumphant prophecy, "All generations shall call me
blessed." She knew that in her the history of the world was set in motion.
Mary was to be she whom God raised up "that David might not be
deceived." She was to be the "throne established for ever." She was to
be mother of men by the same token that she is mother of God. Through
her the Spirit becomes fruitful externally. She will always be the instrument associated with His sanctifying action. For that reason the Holy
Spirit came upon her, solely for that reason.
Perhaps we are not suff iciently aware that Mary is God's new
creation, a world apart, more marvelous than all other worlds, and that
the Spirit which hovered over the waters at the beginning of time is
but a remote type of that Virtue which came down upon her.
Once the mystery of the Mystical Body, the union of the Head and
members, has been understood, there can no longer be dissociation of
what God desires to be one. "The generation of Christ," says St. Leo in
one of those concise phrases which were his secret, "is the origin of the
Christian people, the birth of the Head is also that of the body." We
have not yet finished elucidating the corollaries of this fundamental
dogma. Our generation is recovering increasingly, thank God, the meaning of the mystery of the mystical body. But there is no doubt that it
is not yet fully aware of the deep significance that this doctrine confers
on the motherhood of Mary. Fr. Doncoeur's remark is well-known: "This
generation, nourished on dogma and the Eucharist, will do great things;
but it has yet to discover the Blessed Virgin."
We also betieve that this is the call of the times. But Mary will not
be discovered so long as her twofold and unique motherhood, which
brings forth the Head and the members, remains unrecognized, so long,
as the activity of Mary is not associated with that of the Holy Spirit, until
it is seen as one action only, the action of the Holy Spirit through Mary.
We must re-read and meditate on the words of Saint Pius X in his
memorable encyclical Ad diem illum (February 2, l9O4)z
. . . In fhe chaste womb of the Virgin when Jesus took moilal
flesh, He took to Himself also a spiritual body formed of all those
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who were to believe in Him; and it can be said that, carrying Jesus
in her womb, Mary carried also all those whose lives were to be
included in His life.
All of US, then, who are united to Christ are, as the Apostle
said, "members of His body, of His flesh and of His bones" (Ephesians 5:30) and should think of ourselves as the fruit of the Virgin's
womb, whence we were to issue one day in the likeness of a body
attached to its head. lf is for this reason tfat, in a spiritual and mystical sense, we are called the sons of Mary, and that she is, on her
side, mother of us all, mother after the Spirit, but the true molher,
neverlheless , ol the members of Jesus Christ, that we ourselves are.
All devotion to Mary which ignores or minimizes this mystery will
remain a purely sentimental devotion, thin and anemic. Cut off from
its roots, it will be as a hothouse f lower and not an open-air plant. lt
will be at the mercy of the slightest wind instead of being "like a tree
which is planted near the running waters, which shall bring forth its fruit
in due season. And his leaf shall not fall off. . . ." (Ps. I:3).
The universal motherhood of Mary has its roots in the Incarnation
itself . That is the point to which we must continually return. For the
Incarnation, in a certain sense, already contains the Redemption. He who
is born into the world only to die in sacrifiCe. Unlike all the sons of men,
He did not die because He was born; He was born in order to die. He
was born priest and victim of the redemptive sacrif ice. Our mothers
bring forth sons who may one duy become priests. For them the priestly
dignity is a free gift, not theirs by right of nature. Mary, on the contrary, is the mother of Jesus, who was born a priest; He is the Lamb of
God by birth.
Moreover, the maternity of Mary is completed through the mystery
of the Redemption. Mary is not our mother in a manner of speaking,
metaphorically, or by a purely legal fiction. She is our mother in the
f ull sense, because she co-operated with Jesus, in transmitting to us
supernatural Jife.
Not only is she our true mother, but her spiritual motherhood incomparably surpasses ordinary motherhood. lt transmits to us a divine
life, an eternal life which makes us members of Christ and children of
God. lt implies more costly sacrif ices: the oblation of Jesus delivering
Himself up to death. lt exacts more prolonged cdr€: a continuous pregnancy, f rom the time of our baptism until we enter into heaven. lt is
accompanied by a motherly tenderness of incomparable magnitude. "lf
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the hearts of all mothers were put together:' said the Cure d'Ars, "lhey
would form a bfock of ice in comparison with hers." Tertullian said of
God that no one is father as He is Father: lam Pater nemo. It might be
said also of our Lady that no one is mother as she is mother: lam Ma:sr
ngmo.

In the spiritual life it is a great good fortune when Mary and the
Holy Spirit, who have been ioined together by God, are not seParated.
For Mary without the Holy Spirit is but a shadow. The Holy Spirit without
Mary is often a remote inaccessible God who is consequently ignored.
Christians today need to rediscover the third Person. lf they truly believe
in this life-giving union they will attain toit, to the greater glory of the
Holy Spirit and the ioy of Mary.
3. THE HOIY

SPIRTT

FORiAING CHRIST

IN

US

As soon as the meaning of this indissoluble alliance is understood
it becomes clear thaf the Holy Spirit and, in her place, Mary, cannot fail
to unite us fo Jesus Christ.
But I know that Thou who hast come lo regenerale the world in
Jesus Chrisf, hast nol willed to do so excePt rhrough Mary.
These words show us the function of the Holy spirit and His unique
mission which is to regenerate the world in Jesus Christ. He comes as
the Messenger of the Son, prolonging and completing the Son's task'
De meo accipiel, said Jesus; "He shall receive of mine." And elsewhere'
"l have yet many things to say fo you: but you cannot bear them now'
But when He, the Spirit of truth, is come, He will teach you all truth.
For He shall not speak of Himself: but what things soever He shall hear,
He shall speak. And the things that are to come, He shall show you' He
shall glorify me: because He shall receive of mine and show it to you.
All things whatsoever fhe Father hath are mine. Therefore I said that
He shall receive of mine and show it to you." (John 6:12-5)'
christ merited all for us through His passion which saved the world,
but applied it all to us through the Holy Spirit. The Holy
Spirit of life which quickens us-comes to enlighten from
words of the Master, to guide us in the understanding of th
unseal lhe closed eyes, to open the ears of the spiritually deaf, to introduce us fo "all truth." lt is not His mission to add any new element to
the revelation of Christ'
That statement effectively debars the craving for private revelations
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for which our contemporaries are avid because their faith is weak. lt is
not the role of the Holy Spirit to bring a new revelaiion into the world.
Revelation ended with the deafh of the last apostle and the sole mission
of the Church is to keep the deposit intact-depositum custodi.
The Didache, a book which goes back to the origins of christianity,
is merely expressing a theme familiar to everyone when it puts into the
mouth of the apostles who are supposed to be speaking these words:
"lf someone comes lo you wilh the teachihg which is ours, receive him;
if he teaches other things, receive him not." lt must be inferred, therefore, that no revelation, however worthy of respect, made by God fo a
privileged soul or souls, can inlroduce any real novelty into the fundamentals of our religion nor, a forliori, monopolize it. No one has given
stronger expression to this traditional rule of the Church than St. John
of the Cross, a mystic if ever lhere was one. With rare eloquence he
puts souls on their guard against this thirst for novelty and, cenfuries
later, repeats in his own fiery and ardent fashion the still valid precept

of the Didache.

This reminder of Catholic tradition is not intended as a denial of
private revelations, nor as a belittling of tl'1eir benefit; it is meant to allof
them their right place in the doctrinal schNme and to emphasize how far
the Holy Spirit continues and, if one dare fo say it, effects Christ.

that
h
for all, of all
drop by drop
For

The treasure

is role. His missidn is one of vita
cured: our Savior'f Blood is the pri
n. But this Blood must become as

, to effect in theni what may be ca
tion accepted. lt is rhe Spirit who makes sdints. He it is who irrigates the
Church and pours out upon it this infinitely precious Blood. He propels
and regulales the circulation of this Blood, like the heart in man's body.
He received it to make it bear fruit and in order to effect in us that
return to God which is the very purpose of our life. He came down upon
the apostles in the cenacle-and in all times upon all the baptized-so
that Christ might be born and grow fo His full stature in them. He is the
secret of growth in Christ, the breath of His mouth, the consequence
of His Redemption.
Seated in glory at the right hand of fltre Father, Christ communicates
Himself to us but only through the action df the Holy Spirit. The Paraclete
who presided over the birth of our Lord, who drew Him into the desert
for forty days, who led Him to His death, continues in us His unique
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work. Having produced the masterpiece He ra ises up copies, unfolding
all the wealth won for the Body of Christ who is His fullness.

All this is the pure traditional doctrine of the Church, the common
heritage of all generations of Christians: he who would live in Christ
must open his heart to the Spirit; he who receives the Spirit is united to
Ch

rist.

4. OUR IADY FORMING CHRIST IN

US

With an equal assurance we add thisr he who desires to live
Christ must open his heart to Chr:ist's Mother.

in,

For what was said above of Christ and the Holy Spirit is true, proportionally speaking and at her own level , of Mary. She, too, will not
be separated from her Son. With all her being she reaches out to Him.
All devotion to Mary leads to Jesus, as a river flows into the sea. Mary's
sole and constant thought is contained in the words she spoke to the
servants at Cana: "Whatsoever He shall say unto you, do ye." She has
no other message. At every one of her appearances throughout the
course of history, in one way or another, has been heard the echo of
this one sentence which betrays the secret of her soul. She is not only
Christocentric, she is the foremost Christian.

The saints, lacking our diffidence, have sung of this fusion of the
souls of Mother and Son: "Jesus, heart of Mary, have pity upon US," is a
familiar invocation of St. John Eudes, who did not consider it daring.
Mary, to a higher degree than St. Paul or any other saint, can testifyz "lt
is not lwho live, but Christ who lives in me." Between her and Him is
established an ineffable exchange, a sort of spiritual transfusion. As Fr.
Emil Neubert, S.M., Wrote: "Mary gave to Jesus His humanity, Jesus gave
to Mary an ever increasing participation in His divinity; the substance of
Mary made and nourished the substance of Jesus, the love of Jesus

formed a nd ra ised to its own ikeness the love of Ma ry: the blood
of Mary circulated in the body of Jesus, the grace of Jesus circulated in
lhe soul of Mary: of her own life she gave to her Son, of His own life
He gave to His mother."
I

All her mediation, therefore, tends to make other Christs of us,
modelling in US, trait by trait, the image of Jesus. With all her being she
is Mother of Jesus, a'motherhood operative in us.
Neither the Holy Ghost nor Mary conf ine their actions to them.
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selves. The Holy Spirit is from the very depth of His own being, the gift
of self . He is wholly directed towards the Father and the Son, ds the
Father and the Son are turned towards Him. For the Holy Ghost does
not proceed from the Father as if His were solely a self-love, nor from
the Son as if He were turned back towards Himself. He proceeds from

the unique impulse of the One towards the Other. He is the fruit of
their mutual love. And in H is turn, He is not enclosed in His own Perfection, but bears Himself towards them as in an ecstasy of admiration
and recognition, equal to that which He admires and receives. On the
same inter-communication in the Blessed Trinity, we may follow the
thought of the Greek Fathers, who see divine life coming f rom the
Father, through the Son, in the Spirit. Mary, the creature closest to God,
participates more than anyone else in this divine outpouring. She belongs
unf athomable degree. She is entire
submission to Him, a clear transParency.

to Christ--hos autem Christi-to an

"Behold nor /," sang Dante, "the face mosf like Christ's because its
brightness alone can prepare you to see Christ."

Why is it that our Christians so often persist in thinking of her as a
barrier? The more a soul belongs to God, the closer is it united to God.
The more a soul is united to God, the more it unites other souls to Him.

Our reservations and diffidence in loving Mary may fully for fear of
showing insufficient reverence to our Lord, prove our fundamental misunderstanding of what she is. "lt is the role of the Blessed Virgin to lead
us surely to Jesus Christ, iust as it is the role of Jesus Christ to lead us
surely to the eternal Father," wrote St. Louis Marie de Montfort.
Here we are at the heart of the mystery of God; it upsets all our
narrow systems, our timid calculations and wrecks our neatly-made divisions and compartments; we enter a world of mutual sincerity, of absolute disinterestedness and of luminous communion.
This is the domain of the Mother of God. That is why Saint Pius X
was able to write: "There is no more certain or quicker way to unite men
to Jesus Christ than Mary, and to obtain through Jesus Christ that perfect
adoption of sons which makes us holy and without stain before God....
No one in the world has known Jesus as she has, no one is a better
master or better guide to the knowledge of Jesus. lt follows from this . . .
that in uniting men to Jesus no one is of greater value than she."

In proportion as our union with Mary increases, nof only will

she
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put into our hearts this or that disposition which she has taken from
Jesus, but she will give us her own heart with which to love Him. This is
her only thought and her only purpose. To give Jesus to every soul and
to the whole world is stitl the only ambition of this incomparable mother.
Let us unite ourselves with her, her limitless love for Jesus will become
ours. We shall thus reach a transformation of the soul, an identification
with Christ, which will make us think, feel, act and will as He does. Then,
and only then, will Mary's task be completed when she can say (with
greater iustice than St. Paul): "My little children, of whom I am in labor
again, until Christ be formed in yon." (Gal. 4219). That labor will be no
other tha n ou r birth into heaven.
(From The Theology of the Apostola.te, bv Mgr. Leon J. Suenens, copvright 1954 brr the
Newman Press, Westminster, Md. )
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